
CHAPTER XXII 

THE MODERN PARISH 

FROM the earliest Christian times, as has appeared from 
this whole survey, the parish has borne a dual character. 
It has been both a civil and an ecclesiastical institution, 
with sometimes the one and sometimes the other aspect 
predominating. I n  its pre-Christian form it was purely 
civil in its constitution. As soon as the Church adopted 
it, however, as its territorial unit, it began to assume 
more and more an ecclesiastical aspect. From the 
second century to the tenth it gradually came to bulk 
more largely as the sphere of a Christian bishop than 
as an area of civil administration. The governing 
interest within the episcopal parish was that of the 
Church and not of the civil power. 

From the tenth century onwards, when the parish as 
we know it to-day was first established throughout 
Western Europe, its ecclesiastical character and con- 
stitution was complete and unchallenged. In every 
case ' the parish was an ecclesiastical organization of 
churchmen for their own special purposes.' In every 
case the church gave rise to the parish and not the 
parish to the church, This ecclesiastical predominance 
was maintained until the sixteenth century, when the 
State first began to take an  active interest in strictly 
parochial affairs. Thereafter the civil aspect of the 
parish came more prominently into the picture, until 
in the nineteenth century both aspects were equally 
in evidence. ' The civil parish emerged from the 
ecclesiastical as a cognate but distinct entity. 
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This dual character, however, had never wholly dis- 
appeared, even when the parish was a distinctively 
ecclesiastical institution. What happened was that the 
Church, with its Christian teaching and influence, its 
Christian spirit and way of life, entered into the secular 
life and activities of the parish community, shaped them 
after its own fashion, and gave them characteristic 
direction and development. This development was 
nowhere more strongly marked than in the parishes of 
this country, where it has found fullest expression. It 
has already been described in these pages, and calls 
for no further comment save to stress the fact that, 
with varying emphasis, both the ecclesiastical and the 
civil aspects of parish life have always been in evidence 
and have gone hand in hand. 

The more recent developments, however, both in the 
civil and ecclesiastical aspects of the parish, call for 
exposition in some detail. So far as England and Wales 
are concerned, a crucial point was reached in the pass- 
ing of the Poor Law (Amendment) Act of 1834, when 
the State finally took over full responsibility for the care 
of the poor. The administration of the Act was left in 
local hands, and parish rates continued to be levied 
for the relief and support of the parish poor ; but the 
final authority and direction were vested in a govern- 
ment department. 

In  their standard work, English Local Government, 
Sidney and Beatrice Webb declare that with the pass- 
ing of this Act the parish as a secular institution with 
autonomous powers ‘passed into history.’ This is of 
course strictly true ; but the civil parish still remains 
as a unit of civil administration, and still retains some 
semblance at least of its ancient responsibilities and 
powers. Especially is this the case in all rural areas. 
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Even as late 1894 an Act was passed creating Parish 
Councils in rural areas with a population of over 
300. Election to these councils was in the hands of 
parishioners. Large and important powers were en- 
trusted to them, by which they were enabled to promote 
a wide range of parish interests. Under the authority 
of the Parish Meeting, itself an ancient parochial institu- . 
tion, they were even empowered within limits to fix and 
levy their own local rates. 

These rural Parish Councils in England and Wales 
are still in existence and in full force and effect. In 
1933 a consolidating Local Government Act was passed, 
confirming and re-enacting their powers. So far, there- 
fore, as England and Wales are concerned, the civil 
parish in rural areas is still very much alive, and is 
still a principal if not the typical form of Enslish 
community life and service. True, it has been largely 
shorn of its ancient autonomous character ; but it 
remains, as it has always been, a real neighbourhood 
organized for civil and social interests and ends. 

In Scotland the parish system was later in being 
established than it was in England, and, at least until 
the Reformation, the parish on its civil side was never 
so highly organized as it was south of the border. Only 
in towns and burghs, and even there only in a limited 
degree, was there to be found the framework of a self- 
governing local community. In both countries the civil 
parish was co-extensive with the ecclesiastical ; but in 
Scotland the purely ecclesiastical character of the parish 
W ~ S  almost wholly predominant. At the time of the 
Reformation there were 940 Scottish parishes, organized 
mainly, and indeed almost exclusively, for Church 
purposes. After the Reformation, from 1560 onwards, 
the civil character and significance of the parish began 
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more clearly to emerge. All new parishes were erected 
by Commissioners appointed by the Scottish P a r k -  
merit ; and in 1707 this power was vested in the Court 
of Session, in its special capacity as the Court of Teinds. 
Even SO, however, this civil power was exercised mainly 
at the instance of the Church, except in those few cases 
in which the erection of a parish was promoted by 
local parties. 
Its erection was practically the only strictly civil 

feature in its constitution. Its government and adminis- 
tration, both religious and secular i f  indeed any dis- 
tinction was made between these two terms-was in 
the hands of the local Kirk Session, under the authority 
and direction of the local Presbytery and of the General 
Assembly. In  short, it was an ecclesiastico-civil organ- 
ism, more or less after the Genevan model, with the 
Kirk Session as its ruling body. Not without reason 
were its members, with the exception of the minister, 
designated as ' ruling elders.' Their ' rule ' was both 

,I spiritual and secular. The religious welfare of the 
community was their prime charge and concern ;% but 
this included also education, care of the poor, the over- 
sight of the morals and manners of the parishioners, 
and even the trial and punishment of lesser offenders 
whose misdemeanours did not fall within the jurisdic- 
tion of the civil law courts. 

This form of government no doubt tended to become 
d t ra -s th t  and consorious, and has been severely 
criticized on that ground ; but no doubt also it corre- 
sponded to the state of society with which it had to 
deal, and its results have been justified in Scottish 
character and history. Moreover, it was government 
on a strictly democratic basis, inasmuch as the rulers 
were the elected representatives of the people and, at 
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least to begin with, had to give an annual account 
of their stewardship. 

With the progress of social and political developments 
the civil aspect of the Scottish parish became more 
pronounced. In I 845 Parochial Boards were created 
to deal with the urgent problem of the poor and 
indigent ; and in 1872 School Boards with the parish 
as their area took over the local management of educa- 
tion. Both of these bodies were brought into being by 
Acts of Parliament, and were subject to the control and 
direction of their respective government departments ; 
but they were popularly elected, and invested with a 
real measure of local responsibility and power. By the 
Act of 1894, as in England, Parish Councils were 
created to administer all local civil affairs. Civil 
parishes were either rural or burghal or mixed, and 
were determined by the Court of Teinds, which had 
powers to unite small parishes, or erect new ones, or 
alter parish boundaries. Parish Councils continued to 
exercise their hnctions and powers till the passing of 
the Local Government (Scotland) Act of 1929, when 
they were absorbed in the larger areas of county, town 
or city, and district. As units of local government, 
civil parishes had fulfilled their purpose, and continue 
to exist in little more than name. 

The ecclesiastical parish, both in England and Scot- 
land, was affected, though not to the same degree, by 
the changes which overtook the civil parish. One main 
factor in these changes was the Industrial Revolution, 
which brought about a rapid increase and a radical 
redistribution of the population. During the closing 
decades of the eighteenth and the whole of the nine- 
teenth century the population of villages and rural areas 
became more and more depleted, multitudes flocked 
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into towns and cities to find work and enjoy what were 
regarded as more attractive conditions of life, and new 
densely populated areas came into existence to meet 
the demands of a rapidly expanding industry. In 
cumulo the changes amounted to a steady and con- 
tinuous mass migration. 

The effect on the ecclesiastical parish varied with the 
distribution of the population. In rural areas the 
spiritual needs of the people were more than met by 
the Churches of various denominations. Their presence 
den0 ted differences, and sometimes marked differences, 
of religious interest and outlook, which, however, are 
tending to disappear ; but the rural parish has never 
lost its essential character as a well-knit and clearly 
defined social and even spiritual community. Through- 
out all changes that character has persisted, and 
remains to this day. 

In urban and other densely populated areas the 
result was very different. Old parish boundaries were 
obliterated by the swelling and spreading population, 
the old parish tradition was overlaid and forgotten, and 
the parish ceased to be a self-conscious and organic 
neighbourhood and community. It was swallowed up 
and lost in the teeming and tumultuous life of a larger 
social organism. To meet the spiritual needs of these 
teeming populations the Churches embarked on a 
programme of church building which involved the 
creation of new ecclesiastical parishes. In England, 
mder the Church Building Acts and New Parishes 
Acts, powers were given to ecclesiastical commissioners 
to divide the old parishes for ecclesiastical purposes. 
In Scotland, at the instance of the Church, new parishes 
quoad sacra were erected by the Court of Teinds to 
meet the new situation. But neither these new parishes 
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nor the old parishes so modified and divided were 
‘ parishes ’ in the original and age-long sense of the 
word. The community spirit and community life, for. 
which from ancient times the parish had provided a 
habitation and a home, had perforce to find expression 
and illustration in a more populous, more mixed, and 
far more highly complex form of society. 

In  these circumstances the practical questions which 
face the Church are, to what extent does the parish con- 
tinue to be a real ‘ neighbourhood ’ with a community 
sense and a community life of its own, and therefore 
to fulfil its historic role as the sphere of an effective 
territorial ministry ; and how, in so far as it no longer 
bears this character, the larger communities by which 
it has been absorbed may themselves bemade ‘parishes,’ 
in the sense of being brought as a whole within the 
ministry and influence of the Church. 

These questions have been dealt with in a ‘ Survey 
of the Parochial System,’ presented in a report to the 
General Assembly of the Church of Scotland in 1946. 
The Report is concerned only with the working of the 
parochial system in Scotland ; but as parochial con- 
ditions are much the same in other lands, and parti- 
cularly in this country as a whole, the survey may be 
taken to reflect a fairly general situation. 

The barest summary of this fully informative and 
highly suggestive document is all that is necessary here. 
I t  would appear that in rural areas the parish continues 
to fulfil, as effectively as ever, its age-long and historic 
functions. In burghal landward areas its working is 
not quite so satisfactory; there are difficulties which, 
however, are of a minor nature, and can be easily 
overcome. In larger towns the parish has been sub- 
merged in the more dense and populous community; 

285 



PARISH AND PARISH CHURCH 

and the ‘delimited territorial area,’ which has been 
assigned to each church as its ‘ parish,’ means little 
or nothing even to its members. In cities this feature 
is even more pronounced; the old parish is merely 
a name, the delimited area an artificial boundary, 
and the living sense of community all but buried under 
aggregations of stone and lime. Under existing con- 
ditions and arrangements, neither in town nor city is 
it possible to exercise a true territorial ministry.  

The problem which faces the Church, therefore, is 
mainly confined to large towns and cities, and it is 
twofold : how to organize itself’ so as to minister 
effectively to these communities us a whole, and not 
in piecemeal fashion and with indiscriminate or over- 
lapping agencies ; and how to revive in them that 
intimate sense of community which has been so largely 
dissipated and all but lost. 

In  general, and with many practical suggestions in 
detail, the solution proposed for this twofold problem 
is an emphatic endorsement of the territorial system 
along parochial lines, and its thorough-going applica- 
tion in every type of community large or small. The 
territorial system is described as a cardinal principle 
of the Church, and the parish remains as the territorial 
unit. Every ‘ several kirk ’ should be a parish church, 
and should bear that name, with a parish of its own 
as its special field, to be cultivated intensively by 
regular and systematic parochial visitation, and by all 
the agencies for old and young with which the Church 
can foster the spiritual, social, and cultural life of the 
community. This of course has always been the ideal, 
however imperfectly it may have been realized. Its 
significance in this connection is that it is put forward 
as the best, and indeed the only, plan which can be 
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devised whereby the community as a whole can be 
evangelized, brought under Christian influences, and 
enabled through a common fellowship to share con- 
sciously in a finer and fuller quality of community 
life. The age-long method of the Church has been 
emphatically reaffirmed. 

To meet the special conditions in large towns and 
cities various expedients are proposed. These are pre- 
faced by the readjustment of the Church’s agencies and 
the realignment of its forces-a process which has been 
in operation and must be steadily kept in view. Parish 
churches and parishes must be as nearly as possible in 
the midst of that portion of the community which they 
are meant to serve. Given that fundamental premise, 
three main suggestions are made whereby the work of 
the Church and its impact upon the community may 
be unified and strengthened, and the community itself 
be made practically aware not only of the unity of the 
Church but of its own unity. 

These are ( I )  the grouping of parishes into what is 
styled a ‘ Common Parish,’ and close co-operation 
among their churches in united services, common 
evagelistic efforts, and joint meetings of office-bearers 
to discuss local problems ; (2) the formation of Church 
Councils in towns of 50,000 and under, composed of 
four representatives from each congregation, to plan 
and organize united efforts, and to see that no interest 
of the community is overlooked and no essential service 
left undone ; and (3) the appointment of team minis- 
tries where circumstances seem to demand it, each 
minister having his own distinctive office and function, 
but all together responsible for the work of the Church 
from a common centre and over a wide area. 

Two outstanding features of this survey have a special 
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relevance to the subject of this book. The first has 
already been noted-the emphatic endorsement of the 
parish as the territorial area in which the Church can 
most effectively exercise its ministry and fulfil its mission. 
Under modern conditions the parish remains the organic 
unit of the Church’s life and work, as it was in the 
earliest days of the Faith, and as it has continued to be 
throughout the ages, The second feature is no less 
noteworthy. It is that the parish is not a rigid but: 
a flexible conception. It never has been stereotyped, 
either in respect of its size and population or in respect 
of the ecclesiastical agencies .and methods at work 
within it. It is adaptable to changing conditions and 
changing methods, just as the Church is which has 
used it as its chosen instrument. What is essential is 
that, however modified, it consist of a defined area and 
community, with the Church in the midst as the spiritual 
power-house of the communal life. 

I t  would appear, therefore, that the modern parish 
will continue to be the chosen name and field of the 
Church’s territorial ministry, as the parish, whether in 
its episcopal, embryonic, and finally developed and 
established form, has been from ancient times. One 
thing is sure, that the more widely the Christian spirit 
and ethic are diffused through any community, be it 
village or city, the nation or the world, the more 
vigorously will the spirit and practice of community 
-the fine flower of good neighbourhood-spread and 
thrive. 
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